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New Low Record for Mortality in 1939 


HETHER or not 1939 made 
W a new record for low mor- 
tality in the country as a 
whole cannot be definitely deter- 
mined at this time; that the year did 
establish a new “‘best’’ record among 
an important cross-section of the 
population—the more than 17,000,- 
000 wage-earners and their depend- 
ents who are Industrial policyholders 
of the Metropolitan Life Insurance 
Company—is assured. Their death 
rate for 1939 was 760.9 per 100,000 
insured lives. This is 7/10 of 1 per- 
cent below the figure for the preced- 
ing year (766.0) which, in turn, was 
the previous low. The record for 
1939 thus constitutes a remarkable 
achievement, even though the mar- 
gin of improvement over the pre- 
vious minimum was slight. 

For the general population of the 
United States, the data now avail- 
able suggest that the death rate in 
1939 may have been very slightly 
higher than the minimum for the 
country at large, established in 1938. 
At any rate, there were 429,419 
deaths in 88 large cities in 1939 as 
compared with 424,348 in 1938—an 
increase of 1.2 percent in actual 


deaths. Again, an increase of 1.5 
percent in actual deaths, in 41 States 
and the District of Columbia, was 
calculated by the Metropolitan Life 
Insurance Company for the first nine 
months of 1939, as compared with 
the like part of 1938, on the basis of 
reports received by the Company 
from State health and registration 
offices. These figures, unfortunately, 
cannot be translated, as yet, into 
death rates, as no official estimate of 
population for 1939 has been made 
by the Government. It is, however, 
true that, on the face of these fig- 
ures, the percent increase in deaths 
throughout the country was greater 
in 1939 than the probable percent 
rise in population; and it is thus 
likely that 1939, while still a banner 
health year for the United States, 
did not better the minimum mor- 
tality record as set for 1938. 
Particularly encouraging develop- 
ments of the year, throughout the 
country, were the continued im- 
provement in infant and maternal 
mortality as well as from tubercu- 
losis and pneumonia. It is assured 
that new low rates were reached for 
all these causes of death in 1939. 
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The Record of a Decade 


Additional interest attaches to the 
exceptional health experience of 
these millions of wage-earners in 
1939, because that year marked the 
close of a decade. It is in order, then, 
to compare their record with that of 
1929—the close of the preceding 
decade. During these years great 
strides were made in the application 
of discoveries in medicine and sani- 
tary science toward the conservation 
of human life. These advances have 
been reflected by improvements in 
the life expectation of the insured 
wage-earners and by the decline in 
their death rate, not only from all 
causes of death combined, but from 
many individual diseases. These 
improvements, it should be borne in 
mind, have taken place in the face 
of continued unfavorable business 
conditions and of widespread unem- 
ployment among the industrial 
classes—conditions, surely, that in 
themselves are not conducive to 
declining mortality rates and to 
increased longevity. 

The average length of life (or 
expectation of life at birth) increased 
6.65 years during this 10-year period. 
It is now 62.43 years—an all-time 
maximum—and is at approximately 
the same level as that for the general 
population. Ten years before, the 
life expectation in the population at 
large exceeded that of the industrial 
wage-earners by 2.21 years. 

The extent to which the specific 
death rates for the more important 
causes have been reduced in 10 years 
is seen by comparing the figures in 


the columns for 1939 and 1929 in the 
table on page 5. All causes of death 
combined show a decline of 18.6 
percent. 
occurred for the following diseases: 
Typhoid fever, 71 percent; measles, 
80; scarlet fever, 74; whooping cough, 
72; diphtheria, 85; influenza, 77; 
pneumonia, 52; tuberculosis, 48; 
alcoholism, 65; infantile diarrhea, 
77; appendicitis, 27; chronic nephri- 
tis, 26; and diseases arising from 
pregnancy and childbirth, 60 per- 
cent. These diseases all fall within 
the preventable—or, at least, the 
controllable—class, and their greatly 
reduced mortalities reflect extraor- 
dinary advances in medicine on 
many fronts. 

In the field of public safety, also, 
the last 10 years have witnessed 
enormous forward strides. The 
death rate for accidents (all forms 
combined) has fallen 29 percent, and 
that for automobile fatalities 19 
percent despite greatly increased 
traffic. For accidental burns, ma- 
chinery accidents, and railroad acci- 
dents the 1939 rates are approxi- 
mately one half of those at the end 
of the 20’s; and only two deaths per 
100,000 lives are now charged to 
drowning as compared with three 
deaths from this cause 10 years ago. 
Only one form of accidental death— 
namely, falls—had a slightly higher 
mortality rate in 1939 than in 1929. 


Lives Saved in Consequence of 
Reduced Mortality 


The crude death rate for 1939 was 
18.6 percent lower than it was 10 
years before. If in the year just 
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closed the same mortality rate had 
prevailed as in 1929, there would 
have been 184,369 deaths among 
Metropolitan Industrial policyhold- 
ers, instead of the 131,025 which 
were actually recorded. The cumu- 
lative saving of lives due to the 
improvement in mortality in the 10 
years is approximately 305,000. The 
rate of decline among these insured 
wage-earners and their families, 
during the 10-year period, has been 
much greater than in the general 
population of the United States. 
Powerful forces have been at work 
among these wage-earners and their 
dependents to bring about the 
greater improvement; and foremost 
among these forces have been the 
Company’s extensive Nursing Serv- 
ice for the care of the sick, and 
the continued campaign of health 
education. 


Death Rates per 100,000 for All Causes of Death. 


Periods. 
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Mortality by Age 

During the last 10 years the de- 
cline in the death rate has been 
evident in every age period of life. 
As will be seen in the appended table, 
the improvement has been greatest 
in the earliest age group; but almost 
equally substantial gains have been 
scored in later childhood, in ado- 
lescence, and indeed, up to age 35. 
From that age on, the improvement, 
while still sizable, has not kept pace 
with that in the earlier ages; but 
even at the very highest age periods 
the improvement has been material. 


Five Successive Months of 1939 
Show All-Time Low Death Rates 


During the early months of 1939 
there was above-average prevalence 
of influenza. Although the type of 
the disease was relatively mild, the 
death rate for the disease at the 


Total Persons, by Age 


Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, Industrial Depart- 


ment, Weekly Premium-Paying Business, 1911, 1929, and 1939* 























oT 
| Percent Decline 
Acrs 1930* 1929 1911 a 
| 
| 1929 | 1911 
ONE AND OVER. 751.0 891.9 1,253.0 158 | 401 
SS ee 233.9 609.5 1,479.1 61.7 84.2 
a. ee 102.7 221.8 416.2 53.7 75.3 
10-14....... 91.2 166.6 268.0 45.3 66.0 
LS. ae 152.1 315.7 467.8 51.8 67.5 
y. 212.3 445.1 13235 52.3 | 71.0 
(oe | 311.2 556.9 947.7 44.1 67.2 
| 559.1 866.8 1,367.8 35.5 59.1 
45-54....... 1132.1 1,555.7 1,978.3 25.9 41.8 
55-64. Ae 2,461.4 3,061.5 3,596.0 19.6 31.6 
65-74....... 5,575.6 6,505.0 7,455.0 14.3 25.2 
75 and Over. | 13,536.7 14,283.4 13,926.9 5.2 2.8 











*All 1939 death rates are subject to slight correction, since they are based on provisional estimates of 


lives exposed to risk. 
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end of the first quarter was 40 per- 
cent higher than for the same period 
of 1938. As usually happens even in 
a minor influenza epidemic, there 
was an increase in deaths from heart 
disease. April and May followed 
with higher mortalities than in 1938, 
with the result that at the end of 
May the figure for 1939, for all 
causes combined, was 3.5 percent 
above that for the corresponding 


part of 1938. Beginning with June, 
however, there was a marked change 
for the better. In fact, for five 
successive months, beginning with 
June, the death rate was below that 
ever previously recorded for these 
same months. By the end of October 
the cumulative death rate had fallen 
below the previous minimum for any 
year, and it remained below that 
minimum at the close of 1939. 


Principal Causes of Death—The Favorable Side 


The major developments of the 
health record of the year and of the 
decade just closed have been de- 
scribed in the foregoing comments. 
They show the steady progress of 
the public health movement in the 
United States and Canada. Many 
diseases and certain types of acci- 
dents whose toll it has been the 
objective of public health and public 
safety agencies to reduce, have 
established new low death rates. 
Sickness has been prevented and 
much suffering alleviated; depend- 
ency has been reduced and labor 
power conserved, thus enhancing 
the productivity of the two coun- 
tries. The more detailed aspects of 
the report for the year—those relat- 
ing to individual causes of death— 
may now be discussed. 


New Low Mortality Rates for the 
Principal Communicable Diseases 
of Childhood 


Never before has there been even- 


a close approach to the figures of 
1939 for these four diseases: measles, 
scarlet fever, whooping cough, and 


diphtheria. The death rate for the 
group was 4.2 per 100,000, marking 
a drop of 34 percent in a single year 
and of 79 percent in 10 years; and 
each individual disease fell to a new 
minimum, much below the previous 
record. For scarlet fever the death 
rate dropped below one per 100,000, 
for the first time in the history of the 
children of these Industrial wage- 
earners. Diphtheria, to which the 
chief interest attached 10 years ago, 
now takes second rank among the 
four; but if its death rate shows the 
same decline in 1940 as in 1939, it 
will also fall below unity. 


Tuberculosis Death Rate at New Low 


Tuberculosis recorded less than 
45 deaths per 100,000 insured lives 
in 1939. This is a decline in rate of 
4.9 percent in a year. While it is not 
as great a drop as recorded in 1938, 
it is a sizable one, and exceeds that 
experienced in 1937 and 1936. The 
present rate, 44.9 per 100,000, is only 
a little more than one half that 
recorded just 10 years ago (86.9). It 
is exactly one fifth that registered 
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me, | METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 
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hat fp 1911 anv 1929 to 1939 
ese ee eae a , 
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any | ALL CaUsEs OF DEATH........ 760.9/766. 08: 6 4.1/860. 0356.9 9) ‘877. 1/873. 5|934.2 2)1253.0 
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Communicable diseases of | | 
childhood................ 4.2) 6.4) 7.6, 6.5) 10.0) 11.1 9.0| 11.4) 14. 5) 15.6} 20.2) 58.9 
| ER 6} 1.6) 1.0) .9 2.5) 2.7) 1.5] 1.7| 3.2} 2.9) 3.0] 11.4 
Scarlet fever............... 7] 11) 1.6 21] 26 26 2.6) 2.8 3.2} 2.5] 2.7) 13.1 
Whooping cough. . 1.6} 2.0] 3.0} 1.7| 2.7] 3.7 - aa 3.6} 4.3) 5.7) 7.1 
Diphtheria. . Dee has 1.3} 1.7) 1.9] 1.8) 2.2) 24 3.9] 4.5) 5.9) 8.8] 27.3 
the Influenza and pneumonia. eee 52.7| 58.1) 85.1) 84.5) 80.8) 76.4) 82. 238 8 84. 5 94.8) 90.5)130.5} 131.1 
: SO Sa eee 9.8] 7.5) 18. 2) 14.7| 14.7) 11.4) 20. 3) 19.1) 21.1) 14.8} 41.9] 15.99 
ag Pneumonia—all forms ...... 42.9| 50.6) 66.9 69.8) 66.1] 65.0) 62.5| 65.4) 73.7| 75.7| 88.6] 115.28 
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d Tuberculosis of respiratory 
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1ew Syphilis, locomotor ataxia, and | | 
general paralysis of the insane.| 11.1} 11.3} 11.4) 11.7} 11.5) 12.3) 11.4) 11.9) 11.6) 11.4) 12.6) 11.0 
meyed Cancer—all forms. ...........|101.1| 98.8} 96.0] 93.9| 96.1] 96.1| 94.6| 91.1) 84.1] 78.2| 77.6] 68.0 
ath Diabetes mellitus............. 27.5| 24.8) 25.6) 24.7) 24.4) 24.4) 24.1) 23.0} 21.1) 18.4) 18.3] 13.3 
00 Alcoholism. . Se -| 12] 1.5) 1.9) 2.2) 2.1) 2.3) 2.2) 2.41 2.9) 3.1) 3.47 4.0 
° Cerebral hemorrhage; apoplexy? 59.7| 58.5) 59.7) 61.9] 61.2} 63.2) 63.8) 62.1] 60.4] 60.4) 58.0) 64.2 
the Diseases of heart§............ 160.5}154.0)159.7/161.0)158.1|162 9/161. 5/155. 5|147.9)144.9}146.8] 141.8 
swe- Diseases of the coronary arteries.| 40.2| 34.3} 30.6) 25.4) 22.7) 18.8) 13. 5) 9.4) 7.0} 4.7) ** vied 
§ Angina pectoris..........:... 6.3) 7.1} 8.0} 8.6; 9.3) 10.0} 10.8) 10.7) 10.0} 9.4, 9.1) 3.9 
the Diarrhea and enteritis......... 5.4] 7.4, 8.9) 8.5} 8.1) 11.1 10.6) 11.2} 15.7) 20.4) 20.8] 27.9 
120 (under 2 years)............. 3.7| 5.3) 6.6} 6.1) 5.8) 8.1 7.5) 8.1] 12.2) 15.5) 16.2) 13.0 
89, ee 10.2] 10.5) 11.2) 11.4] 11.4} 13.1 13.2! 13.2) 14.1) 14.1) 14.0} 10.9 
the Chronic nephritis | | | 
the (Bright’s disease)........... 51.4) 53.8) 55.7) 59.4) 60.2) 64.9) 67. 1 68.7) 67.0} 68.1] 69.4] 95.0 
Puerperal state—total......... 5.4) 6.2) 6.9) 7.7) 8.7) 8.8) 9.4! 10.5 11.7 12.1) 13.6) 19.8 
), it Total external causes..........| 59.3} 62.2) 67.7| 71.5) 69.6) 73. 2 eB 9) 71.5) 77.6) 79.0) 80.3} 97.9 
See 8.6] 9.4) 9.0) 8.9} 9.2) 9.5 10.0) 10.6} 10.0} 9.8) 8.5) 13.3 
ee rere Terr ere 4.44 4.4) 4.8) 5.0) 5.9) 5.9 6.3| 6.1) 7.0] 6.7] 6.6] 7.2 
Accidents—total............| 46.3] 48.4) 53.9) 57.7) 54.5) 57.8 55.6 54.8) 60. 6 62.5) 65.2) 77.4 
Low Accidental burns......... 2.4, 2.5) 2.7) 3.1) 3.2) 3.6) 3.3) 3.7 3.8) 4.6, 5.0] 8.8 
Accidental drowning...... 4.2} 4.9) 5.4) 4.8] 4.9) 5.3] 6.1) 5.9 6.4) 6.2} 6.4) 10.2 
han Accidental traumatism | | 
ives i. Sere ae 9.6} 9:9) 10.4) 11.3) 11.4) 11.1] 10.6] 10.1 ed 9.6} 9.0} 13.2 
Accidental traumatism | | 
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end of the first quarter was 40 per- 
cent higher than for the same period 
of 1938. As usually happens even in 
a minor influenza epidemic, there 
was an increase in deaths from heart 
disease. ‘April and May followed 
with higher mortalities than in 1938, 
with the result that at the end of 
May the figure for 1939, for all 
causes combined, was 3.5 percent 
above that for the corresponding 


part of 1938. Beginning with June, 
however, there was a marked change 


for the better. In fact, for five 
successive months, beginning with 
June, the death rate was below that 
ever previously recorded for these 
same months. By the end of October 
the cumulative death rate had fallen 
below the previous minimum for any 
year, and it remained below that 
minimum at the close of 1939. 


Principal Causes of Death—The Favorable Side 


The major developments of the 
health record of the year and of the 
decade just closed have been de- 
scribed in the foregoing comments. 
They show the steady progress of 
the public health movement in the 
United States and Canada. Many 
diseases and certain types of acci- 
dents whose toll it has been the 
objective of public health and public 
safety agencies to reduce, have 
established new low death rates. 
Sickness has been prevented and 
much suffering alleviated; depend- 
ency has been reduced and labor 
power conserved, thus enhancing 
the productivity of the two coun- 
tries. The more detailed aspects of 
the report for the year—those relat- 
ing to individual causes of death— 
may now be discussed. 


New Low Mortality Rates for the 
Principal Communicable Diseases 
of Childhood 


Never before has there been even- 


a close approach to the figures of 
1939 for these four diseases: measles, 
scarlet fever, whooping cough, and 





diphtheria. The death rate for the 
group was 4.2 per 100,000, marking 
a drop of 34 percent in a single year 
and of 79 percent in 10 years; and 
each individual disease fell to a new 
minimum, much below the previous 
record. For scarlet fever the death 
rate dropped below one per 100,000, 
for the first time in the history of the 
children of these Industrial wage- 
earners. Diphtheria, to which the 
chief interest attached 10 years ago, 
now takes second rank among the 
four; but if its death rate shows the 
same decline in 1940 as in 1939, it 
will also fall below unity. 


Tuberculosis Death Rate at New Low 


Tuberculosis recorded less than 
45 deaths per 100,000 insured lives 
in 1939. This is a decline in rate of 
4.9 percent in a year. While it is not 
as great a drop as recorded in 1938, 
it is a sizable one, and exceeds that 
experienced in 1937 and 1936. The 
present rate, 44.9 per 100,000, is only 
a little more than one half that 
recorded just 10 years ago (86.9). It 
is exactly one fifth that registered 
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METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 
Crude Death Rates per 100,000 for Principal Causes. All Ages. 


WEEKLY PREMIUM-PAYING BUSINESS IN INDUSTRIAL DEPARTMENT. 
1911 anp 1929 tro 1939 






























































CauSES OF DEATH 1939*| 1938 1987| 1936 1935 | 1934| 1933) 1932) 1931 1930] 1929 1911t 
| [ oe = om me ray 
ALL CAUSES OF DEATH........ 760.9|766.0 822.5)839.8 837.6 854.1|860.0/856.9|877.1|873.5|934.2 1253: oO 
Typhoid fever................ 7) 1.0) 9) 1.0 1.1) 1.5) 1.6| 1.7) 2.4) 2.4) 2.4] 22.8 
Communicable diseases of | | | | 
PE co ccomars oes 4.2) 6.4] 7.6) 6.5| 10.0) 11.1 9.0) 11.4; 14.5) 15.6) 20.2) 58.9 
Measles.|...............--- 6} 1.6) 1.0} 9 2.5) 2.7] 1.5] 1.7) 3.2) 2.9} 3.0} 11.4 
SD 7) 1.1) 1.6) 2.1) 2.6) 2.6] 2.6) 2.8) 3.2) 2.5) 2.7] 13.1 
Whooping cough. . 1.6} 2.0) 3.0} 1.7) 2.7) 3.7] 2.3) 3.0) 3.6 4.3) 5.7) 7.1 
Diphtheria. . pocsccaens 1.3) 1.7] 1.9) 1.8) 2.2) 2.1) 2.6 3.9| 4.5; 5.9) 8.8) 27.3 
Influenza and pneumonia. aane 52.7) 58.1) 85.1/ 84.5) 80.8) 76.4) 82.8) 84.5) 94.8) 90.5)130.5) 131.1 
eee 9.8] 7.5) 18.2) 14.7) 14.7] 11.4) 20.3) 19.1) 21.1] 14.8) 41.9} 15.99 
Pneumonia—all forms......| 42.9] 50.6) 66. 9 69.8) 66.1) 65.0) 62.5) 65.4) 73.7) 75.7) 88.6) 115.28 
Tuberculosis—all forms. ......| 44.9} 47.2} 52.1) 54.3) 55.8) 59.4) 64.7/ 69.8) 76.2) 80.9) 86.9] 224.6 
Tuberculosis of respiratory 
EE re 40.4) 42.1) 46.7) 48.5) 49.8) 52.2) 57.8) 61.8) 67.2] 70.4) 76.7] 203.0 
Syphilis, locomotor ataxia, and 
general paralysis of the insane.| 11.1] 11.3] 11.4] 11.7} 11.5) 12.3) 11.4) 11.9) 11.6) 11.4) 12.6) 11.0 
Cancer—all forms............|101.1} 98.8] 96.0) 93.9} 96.1| 96.1) 94.6) 91.1) 84.1] 78.2) 77.6) 68.0 
Diabetes mellitus............. 27.5) 24.8) 25.6] 24.7) 24.4) 24.4) 24.1) 23.0) 21.1/ 18.4) 18.3) 13.3 
PINE ois Ss ict noinw es 1.2) 1.5) 1.9) 2.2) 2.1) 2.3) 2.2) 2.4) 2.9) 3.1) 3.4) 4.0 
Cerebral hemorrhage;apoplexy{| 59.7] 58.5) 59.7) 61.9) 61.2) 63.2) 63.8) 62.1] 60.4] 60.4) 58.0) 64.2 
Diseases of heart§............ 160.5}154.0)159.7/161.0}158.1|162 9)161.5}155.5/147.9|144.9|146.8) 141.8 
Diseases of the coronary arteries.| 40.2| 34.3} 30.6) 25.4) 22.7| 18.8] 13.5) 9.4) 7.0) 4.7| ** ss 
Anema poctars............... 6.3} 7.1] 8.0} 8.6} 9.3) 10.0) 10.8) 10.7/ 10.0} 9.4) 9.1) 3.9 
Diarrhea and enteritis......... 5.4) 7.4) 8.9) 8.5) 8.1) 11.1) 10.6) 11.2) 15.7] 20.4) 20.8} 27.9 
(under 2 years)............. 3.7) 5.3] 6.6; 6.1) 5.8) 8.1) 7.5) 8.1) 12.2) 15.5) 16.2) 13.0 
i ee 10.2} 10.5) 11.2) 11.4) 11.4) 13.1) 13.2) 13.2) 14.1) 14.1) 14.0) 10.9 
Chronic nephritis | 
(Bright’s disease)........... 51.4] 53.8) 55.7) 59.4) 60.2) 64.9 67.11 68.7) 67.0} 68.1) 69.4] 95.0 
Puerperal state—total......... 5.4| 6.2} 6.9] 7.7] 8.7) 8.8) 9.4! 10.5) 11.7] 12.1) 13.6) 19.8 
Total external causes..........} 59.3) 62.2] 67.7| 71.5} 69.6) 73.2) 71. 9) 71.5] 77.6} 79.0) 80.3] 97.9 
NS eee 8.6] 9.4] 9.0| 8.9] 9.2) 9.5] 10.0) 10.6 10.0) 9.8) 8.5) 13.3 
ee 4.4, 4.4) 4.8) 5.0) 5.9) 5.9) 6.3) 6.1] 7.0} 6.7) 6.6) 7.2 
Accidents—total............] 46.3} 48.4] 53.9) 57.7) 54.5) 57.8) 55. 6) 54.8) 60.6) 62.5) 65.2) 77.4 
Accidental burns......... 2.4, 2.5) 2.7) 3.1) 3.2 o 3.3} 3.7) 3.8) 4.6 5.0) 88 
Accidental drowning...... 4.2| 4.9) 5.4) 4.8) 4.9) 5.3 6.1) 5.9) 6.4) 6.2) 6.4) 10.2 
Accidental traumatism 
i ee eee 9.6} 9:9) 10.4) 11.3) 11.4) 11.1 10.6 10.1} 10.0) 9.6) 9.0) 13.2 
Accidental traumatism | | | 
by machines........... 8} 1.0) 1.1) 1.1 9) «6«8} S88} Ss 8}s1.0) 1.2} 1.6) 1.8 I 
Railroad accidents........ 2.2) 2.0) 2.3) 2.8) 2.6) 2.6) 2.8) 2.7) 2.7; 3.0) 3.9] 9.5 
Automobile accidents. ....| 17.1] 17.6] 21.0) 20.1) 20.3) 21.1) 19.8) 18.9) 22.0) 20.9) 21.0] 2.3 
All other accidents........} 9.9} 10.4] 10.9) 14.4) 11.2) 13.3) 12.2) 12.7) 14.7) 17.0) 18.3] 31.6 
Other diseases and conditions. .|119.1)122.9|133 51145.6/146.5/1 44.61 47.811 48.31158.1/159.9 170.3) 257.9 











_ *All 1939 death rates are subject to slight correction, since they are based on provisional estimates 
of lives exposed to risk. +Ages 1 and over only. 


tRates for 1930 to 1939 are not strictly comparable with those for earlier years, due to changes 
in classification procedure. 


§Excluding pericarditis, acute endocarditis, acute myocarditis, coronary artery diseases, and angina 
pectoris. 


**Included in all other diseases and conditions prior to 1930. 
§{Not comparable with the rates for 1929 to 1939. 
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in 1911, the first year for which the 
Metropolitan has computed the 
mortality of its Industrial policy- 
holders by individual causes of 
death. In connection with the course 
of the tuberculosis death rate in the 
last 10 years, it is interesting to see 
how near to fulfillment has been a 
forecast made in the STATISTICAL 
BULLETIN 10 years ago (January 
1930). That forecast was: 


“The outlook at the present time 
is that the downward swing of the 
death rate will continue, and ten 
years from now the tuberculosis 
death rate among these wage-earners 
will be well on its way toward 40 
deaths per 100,000.” 


Since 1929 the tuberculosis mor- 
tality rate has declined year after 
year without interruption, and it is 
entirely possible that it will drop to 
near 40 per 100,000 in 1940. 


Pneumonia Mortality Drops 
15 Percent in a Single Year 


One of the diseases followed with 
close interest in the past year was 
pneumonia. The achievement of 
another new minimum rate, 42.9 per 
100,000, is noteworthy. In fact, the 
decline in the pneumonia death rate 
of 15.2 percent in a single year is 
probably the most striking develop- 
ment of 1939 in the entire field of 
public health. The death rate has 
dropped 52 percent in 10 years, and 
63 percent since 1911. In 1937 and 


1938 the extensive development of. 


serum treatment was accompanied 
by rapid declines in pneumonia 
mortality. The question naturally 
arose as to whether these were 


permanent gains or random fluctu- 
ations due to the absence of any 
widespread influenza epidemic. The 
continued decline in pneumonia in 
1939, despite the rise in mortality 
from influenza, points clearly to the 
fact that at last methods have been 
found which are successful in the 
treatment of this disease. Early 
reports for 1940 strengthen this 
viewpoint and strongly suggest, 
indeed, that the gains are permanent 
and that improvement in the future 
will be even greater than in 1937, 
1938, or 1939. A mortality experi- 
ence covering only a brief period of 
four weeks is, of course, in no way 
conclusive. The fact remains, never- 
theless, that the cumulative death 
rate for this disease at the end of 
the fourth week in January 1940, 
was only 51.7 per 100,000, whereas, 
for the similar period in 1939 it 
was 77.2, and in 1938, 82.7. 


Lowest Point on Record for Diarrheal 
Diseases of Infants 


The mortality rate for infantile 
diarrhea has now declined to 3.7 per 
100,000—a new minimum and less 
than one fourth of the figure regis- 
tered 10 years ago. The course of 
the death rate from diarrheal dis- 
eases is an excellent index of the 
advancing standards of community 
sanitation, domestic hygiene, and 
infant feeding. The drop in mortality 
among these insured infants has been 
accelerated by the Company’s pro- 
gram of education of parents, and 
by the benefits which both mothers 
and infants derive from the Metro- 
politan’s Nursing Service 
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New Low Point in Mortality from 
Diseases of Pregnancy and Childbirth 


The puerperal death rate dropped 
again last year to the new low figure 
of 5.4 per 100,000. This was a de- 
cline of 12.9 percent in a single year, 
of 60 percent in 10 years, and of 73 
percent since 1911. These figures 
must, of course, be considered in 
relation to the birth rate. Provi- 
sional figures from 42 States and the 
District of Columbia show a loss of 
1.3 percent in the birth rate for the 
first nine months of 1939 as com- 
pared with the like period of 1938. 
Obviously, in our insured group the 
decline in maternal deaths has been 
much greater than the fall in births. 
The general campaign for the reduc- 
tion of the deaths of mothers in 
pregnancy and childbirth has been 
effective. This is particularly true 
among the Company’s Industrial 
policyholders who enjoy the benefits 
of community facilities plus the 
Company’s intensive Nursing Serv- 
ice. We estimate that the maternal 
death rate among women insured in 
the Industrial Department of the 
Company has been reduced to about 
three per 1,000 live births. 


Fewer Fatal Accidents than 
Ever Before 


The toll from accidents (all forms) 
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continued downward in 1939. The 
rate for the year was 46.3 per 100,- 
000, which is 4.3 percent below that 
of 1938, the previous minimum, 29 
percent below that of 10 years ago, 
and 40 percent below that of 
1911. 

The fatalities from automobile 
accidents did not show the large 
decrease observed in the previous 
year. In the early months of 1939 
the outlook for a sizable decline was 
good; but during the late summer 
and fall the comparison with 1938 
was so unfavorable as to almost 
offset the improvements scored ear- 
lier in the year. The death rate 
nevertheless (17.1 per 100,000) was 
the lowest recorded since 1926. 


Alcoholism Death Rate at Lowest 
Point Since 1921 


The death rate from alcoholism 
dropped 20 percent in a single year. 
The 1939 figure of 1.2 per 100,000 
is about one third that registered 
10 years previously. 


Suicides, Homicides 


The suicide death rate dropped 
from 9.4 per 100,000 in 1938 to 8.6 
in 1939 and was the lowest regis- 
tered since 1929. The homicide 
death rate of 4.4 was identical with 
the minimum recorded in 1938. 


Principal Causes of Death—The Unfavorable Side 


As against 11 diseases which 
registered new low death rates in 
1939 there were only three—cancer, 
diabetes, and diseases of the coro- 
nary arteries—which recorded new 





high mortalities in that year. In 
addition, there were four causes of 
death— influenza, cerebral hemor- 
rhage, heart disease, and railroad 
accidents—which had higher rates 
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than in 1938. The year-to-year rises 
for all except heart disease are with- 
out any special significance, since, in 
each instance, the 1939 figure is well 
below the average for recent years. 


Cancer Death Rate Reaches New 
Maximum 


The cancer death rate rose for the 
third successive year and reached a 
new high of 101 per 100,000. Nine- 
teen thirty-nine was the first year in 
which the rate exceeded 100. The 
crude death rate from cancer has 
increased 30 percent in 10 years, and 
49 percent since 1911. Although 
cancer ranks second in numerical 
importance among all the causes of 
death, the increase, over a long 
period of years, is by no means as 
large as the crude rate appears to 
show. In our opinion, when the shift 
in the age distribution of the popula- 
tion and the continuously improving 
diagnosis of internal cancer are 
taken into consideration, there has 
been little, if any, real rise in the 
cancer death rate. The fact remains, 
however, that there has been a 
steady rise in the crude rate in 
recent years. 

All in all, the record for cancer 
gives little comfort. The achieve- 
ment in this field is in sharp contrast 
with what has been accomplished 
with diseases like typhoid fever, the 
communicable diseases of childhood, 
tuberculosis, diarrheal diseases of 
infancy, and conditions arising out 


of pregnancy and childbirth. No 


substantial progress has been made 
in the control of this condition, and 
today, in the United States, it is the 


recorded cause of one out of every 
nine deaths. No marked improve- 
ment will be noted, we believe, until 
provision is made for the discovery 
of cases early and for their skilled 
care. 


Diseases of the Coronary Arterwes 


There was another sharp rise in 
1939 in the mortality rate for cor- 
onary artery diseases. These condi- 
tions now rank high in the list of 
causes of death, and the death rate 
in 1939 (40.2 per 100,000) was almost 
nine times that recorded at the 
beginning of the decade just closed. 
The sharply rising mortality rate is 
nevertheless spurious to some degree. 
Diagnostic skill, as applied to cor- 
onary conditions, has greatly im- 
proved during the last 10 years, and 
this has resulted in a steadily in- 
creasing number of certifications of 
these diseases on death certificates, 
with a consequent rise in the appar- 
ent mortality rate. It is believed, 
nevertheless, that even when due 
allowance is made for this factor 
there has been some real. rise in the 
death rate. 


Diabetes at a New High 


The death rate from diabetes in 
1939 was 27.5 per 100,000, as com- 
pared with 24.8 in 1938, or an in- 
crease of approximately 10 percent. 
This sharp rise last year puts it at 
the highest level in the Company’s 
experience, and 7 percent above the 
previous maximum of 25.6 in 1937. 
In part, however, the rise is explained 
by an increased proportion of older 
persons in the policyholder group. 
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The standardized death rate which 
allows for such changes increased 
only 8 percent last year, and was, in 
fact, less than 1 percent higher than 
the standardized rate in 1937. The 
contrast between the 1938 and 1939 
rates, moreover, is striking because 
1938 marked the first appreciable 
decline in the rate in several years. 
In fact, last year’s standardized 
death rate is in line with that of the 
stable, although high, level of the 
period 1932 to 1937. The improve- 
ment in 1938 must, therefore, be 
looked upon as simply a passing 
phenomenon. 

The continued high level of the 
death rate from diabetes in the face 
of a generally favorable health situ- 
ation obscures the actual improve- 
ment among patients with the dis- 
ease who are benefiting from con- 
tinued advances in its treatment. 
The confusion of thought arising 
from this paradoxical situation dis- 
appears when there is a clear under- 
standing of the difference between 
the mortality from diabetes in the 


general population and the mortality : 


among diabetics. For the number of 
known diabetics is increasing faster 
than the population. There is a 
rapid influx of newly recognized 
cases resulting from earlier and more 
frequent diagnosis of the disease, 
and from the rise in the proportion 
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of older persons where the disease 
is most prevalent. Conditions of life 
in this country are highly favorable 
to the development of this disease. 
These are circumstances which are 
beyond the control of insulin or any 
type of therapy of the disease which 
is rarely, if ever, cured and which 
can only be kept under control once 
it has developed. 


All in all, the decade just closed 
has witnessed remarkable progress 
in the health and longevity of the 
millions of working people and their 
families who are Industrial policy- 
holders of the Metropolitan. Per- 
haps the most eloquent testimony 
to all these accomplishments is the 
increase of 6 2/3 years in the average 
duration of life of these people. For 
that is the end result of the advances 
in medical and sanitary science 
which have led to the control of the 
most devastating diseases of child- 
hood, the rapid decline in tubercu- 
losis, and, late in the decade, to the 
extraordinary advances which are 
leading to the conquest of pneu- 
monia. These, in future years, will 
probably stand out in boldest relief 
among all the developments of a 
decade that will go down as a red- 
letter era in the history of public 
health. 


Health Record for December 1939 


HE death rate in December 1939 
(7.5 per 1,000) was, with a single 
exception, the lowest ever recorded 
in the closing month of any year 


among the Industrial policyholders. 
It is well below the average mortal- 
ity rate for December (8.2 per 1,000) 
during the decade just closed. 
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Favorable health conditions con- 
tinued to prevail during December 
in the general population of the 
United States. Reports of the prev- 
alence of disease show that, while 
there were the usual seasonal in- 
creases in reportable diseases, as 
compared with November, the num- 
ber of cases was well below that 
reported in December 1938. Influ- 
enza alone showed a higher preva- 
lence in December than in either the 
preceding month of November or 
in December a year ago. Influenza 
cases were largely concentrated in 
the Southern and Rocky Mo: ntain 
States. 

Smallpox cases, while fewer than 
in December 1938, almost doubled 
as compared with November 1939, 
according to reports from 46 States 
and the District of Columbia. De- 
cember cases numbered 412, of which 
more than one half occurred in three 
States—Colorado, Minnesota, and 
Iowa. 

Among the items of special public 
health interest recently reported are 
the following: 

The Children’s Bureau has se- 
lected Anne Arundel County, Mary- 
land, among a group of other coun- 


ties throughout the country, for an 
experiment in the development of 
maternity and child hygiene. ‘This 
county has an estimated pop lation 
of 64,000, of which 25 percent are 
colored. The tentative program now 
assigns two instead of one n-. rse to 
each district, and makes possible 
n.rsing assistance to doctors in the 
delivery of indigent cases. Follow- 
up care is also given to the mother 
and infant. Funds will be available 
to pay local physicians for prenatal 
and delivery care of mothers and for 
the treatment of sick children in 
families in the low income group. 
On January 1st of this year a law 
became effective in North Carolina 
requiring a laboratory test of the 
blood of every expectant mother. 
An organization composed of 10 
cured cancer patients and known as 
the Friends of Memorial Hospital, 
in New York City, has recently been 
formed to fight cancer and convince 
people that it can be cured. The 
Friends have a goal of several h n- 
dred members before their campaign 
really becomes active. Memorial 
Hospital, which specializes in cancer 
and allied diseases, is supporting the 
organization wholeheartedly. 
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The following table shows the ber 1939, and December 1938, to- 
mortality among Industrial policy- gether with the death rates for the 
holders for December 1939, Novem- years 1939 and 1938. 


METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 
Death Rate* per 100,000 for Principal Causes. Weekly Premium-Paying 
Business in Industrial Department. All Ages (Annual Basis). 


MonrTHS OF DECEMBER 1939, NOVEMBER 1939, AND DECEMBER 1938 









































ANNUAL RATE PER 100,000 Lives ExPosEp* 
CAUSES OF DEATH | | | Year 
December | November! December | 
193 1939 1938 
| 1939 1938 
TOTAL—Att, CAUGES ... 6. ces cence 747 .3 | 729.3 784.8 760.9 766.0 
TR os dine auuee whoo ees 4 8 a | 1.0 
PN hair ahr avean Nass 4 ses  : om 5 .6 1.6 
re er er rere ol 5 .6 az 1.1 
je :.2 .8 1.2 1.6 2.0 
I og eS ase aia cit ewisraces G6 aun | 1.4 2.3 2.8 3 1.7 
Ee oan ene iP : 4.6 8.1 9.8 i 
Pneumonia (all forms).............. 40.3 33.3 $2.3 42.9 50.6 
Tuberculosis (all forms)............. | 40.7 40.2 42.4 44.9 47.2 
Tuberculosis of respiratory system..| 36.6 36.7 37.8 40.4 42.1 
Syphilis, locomotor ataxia, and general 
paralysis of the insane............ 9.8 9.2 11.5 i ‘14.3 
Cancer (all forms)... oo secccccce 99.8 95.7 97.6 101.1 98.8 
ee 26.9 25.4 24.4 27.5 24.8 
Cerebral hemorrhage; apoplexy....... 59.9 56.8 61.9 59.7 58.5 
Diseases of the heartt............... 158.0 149.9 157.6 160.5 154.0 
Diseases of the coronary arteries..... 44.0 43.0 36.6 40.2 34.3 
ASS MCCHONIS. ..... 2. vec ee sicess Pe 6.2 8.4 6.3 7.4 
Diarrhea and enteritis.............. 4.2 4.5 5.7 5.4 7.4 
NO ree er ee Tee 8.2 8.1 7.2 10.2 10.5 
Chronic nephritis (Bright’s disease)...| 51.1 45.9 50.8 51.4 53.8 
Puerperal state—total.............. | 4.6 5.9 5.4 6:2 
REESE ee ener era 6.7 8.2 | 8.6 9.4 
ee rene eerie sere . 4.7 3.8 4.4 4.4 
Accidents—total.................4.. 45.7 49.7 50.7 46.3 48.4 
Automobile accidents............. 19.1 20.1 20.2 7.3 17.6 
All other diseases and conditions. .... 128.4 134.8 147.6 120.4 124.4 











*The rates for 1939 are subject to slight correction, since they are based on provisional estimates of 
lives exposed to risk. 


tExcludes pericarditis, acute endocarditis, acute myocarditis, coronary artery diseases, and angina 
pectoris. 





Correspondence on the subjects discussed in these BULLETINS may be 
addressed to: The Editor, 


STATISTICAL BULLETIN, 


Metropolitan Life Insurance Company, 
1 Madison Avenue, New York, N. Y. 























DEATH RATES FROM ALL CAUSES 


METROPOLITAN LIFE INSURANCE COMPANY 
INDUSTRIAL DEPARTMENT 
WEEKLY PREMIUM-PAYING BUSINESS — TOTAL PERSONS 


DEATH RATE PER 1,000 — ANNUAL BASIS 
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(DEC) JAN FEB MAR APR MAY JUNE JULY AUG SEPT OCT NOV DEC 


1938 85 87 83 8/ 78 75 7.0 70 68 75 72 7.8 
1939* 8.6 87 9.0 84 8! 72 69 7.0 67 69 73 75 


* Rates are provisional 
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